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LABORERS TOGETHER WITH GOD: 
MAURICE CREASEY AND THE 
COMMUNITY OF FRIENDS
sally BruyNeel 
Any attempt to articulate a concept of Community and Fellowship within the Religious Society of Friends is fraught with complexity 
and contradiction. This holds true both historically and in the 
contemporary moment. Many who earnestly dwell within the Religious 
Society of Friends struggle with why they should be specifically Quaker 
in their religious affiliation. Can one be “called” to be a Quaker? Are 
there things that are a measure of true belonging? Can a particular 
ideological commitment such as, say, a stand on same-sex marriage 
have the capacity to exclude one from the community of Friends? 
As a scholar who studies the theological and social contributions of 
Friends I have gained an appreciation for the complexities of Quaker 
belonging. Fortunately narrative, testimony, and a penchant for 
record-keeping runs through the history of the Religious Society of 
Friends. These underutilized but essential resources give voice to the 
Friends who might otherwise be lost in the contemporary context. 
In this article we will consider one such voice, that of the Quaker 
religious and social thinker Maurice Creasey, and his views on the 
nature of Quaker community and belonging. Given the constraints 
of space we will focus upon elements essential to his understanding 
of community: Elders, prayer, and outward-focused fellowship rooted 
in the Christ event. Within this we will attend to four theological 
concepts (The People of God, The New Covenant, The “Offices” of 
Christ, and The Catholic or Universal Church) and what truths they 
express about community faith and practice. We will explore how his 
view of the Christ event, and his appreciation of the historical Friends 
witness, framed his theological thought. It will become evident that 
though Creasey was an historian at heart, his explicit concern was that 
the religious expression of contemporary Friends speak to the present 
day and the spiritual needs of world.1
Maurice Creasey sought to explain to modern Friends the origins 
of their religious and social practices that they might recapture their 
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vitality and address declining membership. But he was also concerned 
that worshipping communities be spiritually healthy, with good 
leadership, spiritual practices which emphasize prayer, and outreach 
to the poor and suffering.2 In expressing this it becomes clear that for 
Creasey, Quakerism is a fellowship unfettered by time, extending in 
both directions of the arrow of time.3 The written witness of Friends 
who have gone before still has the capacity to speak meaningfully to 
the community today4 Through his work he expressed a vision of a far-
reaching community rooted in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, whose light dwells inwardly in every person.5 For Creasey, “the 
distinctive character of the Quaker doctrine of the inner light is that 
it is a Christological doctrine rather than an anthropological one.”6
In this vision, community is a locus for divine revelation. He 
believed “that the most fruitful approach to an understanding of the 
nature of our religious fellowship will be one which grows out of our 
central conviction that ‘every man is enlightened by the divine light 
of Christ.’”7 Each person is the object of divine love and longing, 
and the seeds of redemption have been divinely implanted in each 
one. What was needed is a community that is rooted in the Christ 
event, practiced in prayer and compassion toward the world. This was 
foundational to Creasey’s theological perspective, and when challenged 
on it early in his life it proved no idle commitment. His dissatisfaction 
with the teachings of his early Church affiliation (English Limited and 
Particular Baptists) led him away from them and he did not return. Of 
particular difficulty for him was their doctrine of Limited Atonement, 
a view wherein Christ’s life, death and resurrection occur only for 
those predestined by God for salvation. 
Because of his reading of Christian scripture and his later tuition 
among Friends, Creasey rejected the idea that Christ’s work was 
predestined only for some. This commitment led him away from his 
formative tradition, and from the Limited and Particular Baptists as a 
whole. His migration to the Religious Society of Friends represented 
how seriously he believed in the divine compassion that draws all souls 
to it. These nascent theological commitments would capture him for 
the rest of his life; he read and wrote extensively on Christology.8 He 
believed that Christ was essentially and ever the lover of all souls, and in 
the Religious Society of Friends Maurice Creasey found a community 
that resonated this basic impulse.9 (It is thus disappointing from a 
scholarly perspective that his lifetime of commitment to the historical 
openness of Friends’ Christology and the unlimited nature of divine 
compassion should be so undervalued by his critics.) 
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Though not a ‘birthright’ Quaker, Creasey found their company 
and practices to be fruitful and compelling. He came to his Quaker 
identity through close reading of the testimonies of earlier Friends, and 
completed his doctoral thesis on the work of ideological touchstone, 
Issac Pennington.10 However, despite his migration from the Limited 
Baptist dogma on limited atonement he remained distinctly Christo-
centric.11 According to Creasey, “God’s character has found perfect 
expression—not in abstract proposition, nor in an infallible book—
but in a Life lived, a Life laid down and a Life taken up again that it 
may become the life of all.”12 Christology and the divine call on every 
human life would remain non-negotiable in Creasey’s understanding 
of Quaker community which would, ironically, ultimately bring him a 
certain amount of disappointment and alienation within the Religious 
Society of Friends. 
Maurice Creasey worried that the streams of new belief and 
practice that entered the Religious Society of Friends in the 1940s 
and later had watered down the Quaker theological birthright. On 
this he wrote:
“Friends everywhere are conscious of the fact that our Society, 
although still used of God in ways beyond our deserving, no 
longer possesses the vitality and unity which marked its early 
years. A bewildering variety of teaching passes under the name 
of Quaker, and there is much uncertainty amongst us as to 
whether we should regard ourselves as called to give expression 
to a profound and revolutionary conception of the purpose and 
scope of God’s dealings with man, or whether we are a religious 
fellowship which exists primarily in order to give hospitality to 
the widest possible range of views.”13 
Creasey believed that waning numbers and influence could be 
addressed by looking to the beliefs and practices of the larger Friends 
fellowship, past and present.
He believed being a part of the Religious Society of Friends is 
to place oneself at the disposal of those who have come before, and 
to respect the divine revelation that directed them. However, even 
though we can draw direction and encouragement earlier generations, 
we are not them. He wrote:
“For early Friends the invisible Church was a larger circle than 
that of the visible or gathered Church, and embraced within 
itself all who, whether ‘Jew, Turk or infidel,’ obeyed the ‘secret 
maurice creasey aNd The commuNiTy of frieNds • 29
Though not a ‘birthright’ Quaker, Creasey found their company 
and practices to be fruitful and compelling. He came to his Quaker 
identity through close reading of the testimonies of earlier Friends, and 
completed his doctoral thesis on the work of ideological touchstone, 
Issac Pennington.10 However, despite his migration from the Limited 
Baptist dogma on limited atonement he remained distinctly Christo-
centric.11 According to Creasey, “God’s character has found perfect 
expression—not in abstract proposition, nor in an infallible book—
but in a Life lived, a Life laid down and a Life taken up again that it 
may become the life of all.”12 Christology and the divine call on every 
human life would remain non-negotiable in Creasey’s understanding 
of Quaker community which would, ironically, ultimately bring him a 
certain amount of disappointment and alienation within the Religious 
Society of Friends. 
Maurice Creasey worried that the streams of new belief and 
practice that entered the Religious Society of Friends in the 1940s 
and later had watered down the Quaker theological birthright. On 
this he wrote:
“Friends everywhere are conscious of the fact that our Society, 
although still used of God in ways beyond our deserving, no 
longer possesses the vitality and unity which marked its early 
years. A bewildering variety of teaching passes under the name 
of Quaker, and there is much uncertainty amongst us as to 
whether we should regard ourselves as called to give expression 
to a profound and revolutionary conception of the purpose and 
scope of God’s dealings with man, or whether we are a religious 
fellowship which exists primarily in order to give hospitality to 
the widest possible range of views.”13 
Creasey believed that waning numbers and influence could be 
addressed by looking to the beliefs and practices of the larger Friends 
fellowship, past and present.
He believed being a part of the Religious Society of Friends is 
to place oneself at the disposal of those who have come before, and 
to respect the divine revelation that directed them. However, even 
though we can draw direction and encouragement earlier generations, 
we are not them. He wrote:
“For early Friends the invisible Church was a larger circle than 
that of the visible or gathered Church, and embraced within 
itself all who, whether ‘Jew, Turk or infidel,’ obeyed the ‘secret 
3
Bruyneel: Laborers Together With God: Maurice Creasey and the Community of
Published by Digital Commons @ George Fox University, 2013
30 • sally BruyNeel
touches’ of the ‘light of Christ’ upon their hearts. With this in 
mind, we also recognize that we are not the same group as the 
early Friends. We cannot appropriate their world view nor some 
of their contextual biases.”14
According to Creasey, each community must recognize the limits 
of its historical location, and carefully articulate the truth they have 
received, past and present, in order to carry it forward into the world
To do this, Creasey emphasized the basics, the simple practices 
that can lead to community thriving. He gave special attention to 
Elders and to the weighty obligations that are theirs. He held that 
Elders are charged to be teachers and guides, shepherds and caretakers 
of the whole history and health of the Religious Society of Friends. 
Above all else, they are to be persons of prayer and instructors in 
the same.15 Without this, individual fellowships lack a practiced hand 
to guide new members into the fullness of Quaker identity. This 
requires the gentle challenging of individualistic and self-focused ideas 
about spirituality, and leading them to greater understanding of what 
Friends community is about.16 It also calls for a community looking 
beyond itself in the devastating problems of poverty, peace, justice, the 
environment, food and population. Practices and preferences that lead 
only on an inward and self-enfolding journey lack the power to carry 
an encounter with the divine back into the world with appropriate 
intentionality. 
The fellowship of Friends exists not just for the tending of 
themselves but also of the broken and challenging creation in which 
they exist. Elders have a unique role in assuring this transfer of divine 
guidance, but every member of the community is called to care for the 
one another and the wounded world. Creasey wrote, “it is the duty 
of every single one of us...to give whatever help and encouragement 
may be possible in our particular circumstances and with our own 
particular gifts and limitations.”17 We are laborers along with God, 
working closely to fulfill the divine purpose for creation. In this we 
have the capacity to draw communities together as they seek to address 
common and pressing ‘real world’ challenges. Creasey’s model of 
true community, one he believed was honest to Quaker history and 
tradition, is one that is directive, intentional, and outward looking. It 
will discourage individualistic and self-focused spirituality or seeking 
for its own sake, and go beyond humanitarian service as the measure 
of its outreach.18 
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Vital fellowship will draw upon the “historic continuity and 
stability of structure” found in the whole of Friends’ witness and 
experience.19 This includes a close study of the life and teachings of 
Christ in order to meet the full potential of the Religious Society of 
Friends. 20 In keeping with this, Creasey articulated four principles 
that integrate the witness of the community of Friends over time: 
The People of God, The New Covenant, The Gospel Order (or the 
“Offices” of Christ), and The Catholic or Universal Church. This first 
idea of Quakers as “The People of God” was “fundamental to all early 
Quaker thinking about the Church that it is essentially a community 
of persons, gathered by God’s spirit to embody and express the divine 
power and purpose in and for the world.”21 As such, Quakers identified 
themselves with a new reality brought about by the historical life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
This was tied to the idea of “The New Covenant” for it was “[i]
n and through this event the people of God was reconstituted—freed 
from all restriction of race or social status, and also from all the ‘carnal 
ordinances’ or ritual and sacrificial worship.”22 Spiritual seeking and 
prophetic longing for God’s reign was fulfilled in the Christ event, and 
with it came “[o]pen access to God, power to fulfill the law, the reality 
of spiritual communion and fellowship with God and neighbor.”23 
With the New Covenant, Quakers believed that the Church was 
called out of apostasy into a time when all would know the grace 
and peace of divine relationship. The nexus of this was Christ. When 
early Friends gathered together, they did so believing He was present 
in their midst. There He exercised the Offices of Prophet, Priest and 
King, Shepherd, Bishop and Counselor.24 The Spirit of God dwelt 
among them, and their “place was simply to wait upon Him to speak, 
to order, to prompt and to restrain.”25 This was at the core of their 
Christocratic fellowship, where mysticism was prophetic rather than 
individualistic in nature.26
For Creasey, the idea of the “Catholic or Universal” Church was 
the embodiment of early Friends’ belief and practice. Those who 
humbly knelt before the light of Christ within them became part of 
the true Church. The invisible Church went beyond the gathered 
Church or other exclusionary religious vision. This borderless body 
“embraced within itself all who, whether ‘Jew, Turk or infidel,’ obeyed 
the ‘secret touches’ of the ‘light of Christ’ upon their hearts.”27 
Creasey’s reference to the work of earlier Friends led many in Quaker 
circles to see him as irrelevant. However, he stated repeatedly that the 
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point of reflecting on the witness of earlier Friends is not to recreate 
their practices or their theological biases. The purpose is to retain and 
refresh what was essential. “Friends in the twentieth century... cannot 
simply repeat these phrases as our answer to the same questions.” 28 
But, asked Creasey, what then is the best way to understand Quaker 
fellowship in our own day? 29
How do Friends respect the past and the present and be true to 
both? It is not surprising that for Creasey the best answer is one based 
upon the central conviction that each person is enlightened by the 
divine light of Christ. The light of Christ “is most truly known when 
apprehended in its personal and historical embodiment in Jesus; and 
Jesus is known in the Spirit, in the historically continuous fellowship 
and tradition of the gathered Christian congregation.”30 The challenge 
here is to be students of both past and present in order to seek out the 
answers the Spirit will bring to the Friends community, and through 
them to the world. For Maurice Creasey membership in the Friends 
fellowship has historically been rooted in the intentional discipleship 
of Christ, and if Friends take the evidence of the past into themselves 
one thing becomes apparent: to be a part of the Religious Society 
of Friends is to accept the obligation of discipleship in Jesus Christ. 
Maurice Creasey continued to hold to this throughout his life. 
The Christological religious leanings of Creasey, along with 
his affection for the historical community of Friends, made him 
increasingly anachronistic in his own time. It left him ostracized 
by many in his own community, which was then breaking from its 
earlier Christological moorings. As Quaker scholar Ben P. Dandelion 
has observed, contemporary British Friends “are collectively certain 
from the rational basis of their liberal approach to faith, that within 
the religious enterprise, it is impossible and inappropriate to hold 
any set of beliefs as a final truth for all people for all time. Truth is 
personal, partial or provisional and seeking is the dominant mode of 
religious approach.”31 In the contemporary moment Creasey’s work, 
and his insistence that we honor earlier generations of Friends, might 
seem quixotic at best. Chuck Fager recently wrote, “[d]espite all his 
pleadings Creasey had decisively lost out on every one of his main 
points: by the end of the 1970s, British Quakerism was unmistakably 
‘Universalist’ and pluralist in its religious ethos, indifference to 
Protestant theology in particular, and seriously religious thought in 
general was standard.”32
In spending months reading through his original dissertation as 
well as the excellent new collected works edited by David L. Johns, 
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I find the life and work of Maurice Creasey to be a cautionary tale 
on many levels. First, he demonstrates that faithfully belonging to a 
community does not guarantee the right to a sympathetic hearing. It 
also points out that no amount of scholarship and reflection ensures 
that you will change minds, no matter how much you pour into your 
arguments. The community he had devoted himself to saw his views 
as irrelevant to the present moment. In the end he knew this, and it 
diminished him somehow. Yet in vanquishing Creasey I would argue 
that the Religious Society of Friends was also diminished. For too 
long, Friends have been deprived of knowledge about their honorable 
and heroic past. Even if one eschews early Quaker Christology, Friends 
history is rich with powerful and eloquent voices. It has been my 
experience that few bother to read the testimonies of those in the past, 
not even when they have led lives worth emulating. Friends do not 
know their martyrs, nor do they seem interested in what was worth 
dying for. This cuts away at true self-knowledge and encourages a 
spiritual journey that is without perspective, without camaraderie in 
the dark night of the soul.
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